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In a work of art, composition refers to the 
arrangement of various elements according 
to the Principles of Design. Knowing the 
language of art—the Elements of Art and 
the Principles of Design—can helo to make 
meaning of what you see. 


This guide provides tips for understanding 
what an artist might want you to think or 
feel about a work of art. 


First, determine what the object is about by 
asking yourself: 


e What kind of work is this? 
(painting, sculpture, photograph, etc.) 
e What kind of medium is used? 
(watercolor, clay, fabric, metal, etc.) 
e ls it realistic, or abstract? 


Then, consider the object using the 
Elements of Art—Line, Shape, Color, 
Space, Texture—as explained in this guide. 


Finally, to gain an even better 
understanding of what you see, consider 
the object using the Principles of Design: 
Emphasis, Balance, Harmony, Variety, 
Movement, Proportion, Rhythm, Unity. 


Use this guide to explore works of art in the 
Museum, or use the examples provided 
here for a simpler learning experience. 


Cover: 

Vincent van Gogh (Dutch, 1853-1890) Wheat Fields with Reaper, 
Auvers (detail). Oil on canvas, 1890. Purchased with funds from the 
Libbey Endowment, Gift of Edward Drummond Libbey, 1935.4 
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Gallery 31: 
Sir Thomas Lawrence, Lord Amherst, 1821 


Describe the combination of colors that Lawrence uses 
in Lord Amherst. How do color and line work together in 


this painting? How do these elements affect the feeling 
this painting evokes? 


A continuous mark with width and Refers to the tactile quality of 


height, but no depth, made with a moving point. an object, whether real or perceived. 
Describe the kinds of lines you see: Describe how the work of art would feel: 
diagonal horizontal Straight 

thick smooth jagged rough smooth shiny 
choppy thin fuzzy soft dull hard 
vertical sharp 


An enclosed area defined by other 
elements of art, such as line or color. 


Describe the kinds of shapes you see: 
circles rectangles Squares geometric 
Curved triangles organic 


The full visible light spectrum 
(rainbow) and black and white, plus all possible 
combinations. 


Describe the colors you see: 


Primary: | 
red, yellow & blue Cool: 

blues, greens & purples 
Secondary: 


Complementary: 
blue & orange; red & green; 


yellow & purple 


green, purple & orange 


Warm: 
yellows, reds & oranges 


The degree of lightness or darkness 2 
of a color. Gallery of: 
Hendrick van Vliet, The Old Church in Delft with 
Describe all of the variations of color that you see. the Tomb of Admiral Tromp, 1658 
The area around or within objects; In Van Vliet’s painting, The Old Church in 
the arrangement of components on the surface. Delft, look for different types of lines. There 


are a variety of shapes in this painting as well. 


Describe the area inhabited by the other elements of ; 
Describe them. 


art, such as a line, shape or color. 
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= PRINCIPLES OF DESIGN 


How a work of art is organized 


Emphasis The point or points of focus in 


a composition. 


What is the first thing you see when you look at the 
artwork? 


Balance Relates to the sense of visual 


equilibrium in a work of art; how components of an 
image are arranged around a focal point. 


Is the artwork the same on both sides? If it is, 
it is symmetrically balanced. If it is not, it is 
asymmetrically balanced. 


Glass Pavilion, Gallery 5: 
Egypt, Mosque Lamp, Mamluk period (ca. 13849-1355) 


What did the artist do to make this work of art 
harmonious? 

How does the work show movement? 

If the artist did not include colored enamel, 
would the work be as successful? 


Harmony/ Unity the balanced use 


of similar elements throughout a work of art. 


What lines, colors, textures and/or shapes do you 
see repeated throughout the work that hold it 
together? 


Variety The use of different, often 


contrasting, elements that provide visual 
interest. 


How many different kinds of lines, colors, shapes 
and textures are used to create interest in the 
work? 


Movement The way shapes, lines, 
colors and forms direct the eye around a 
composition or interact with each other to 
suggest motion. 


How do the colors, lines and shapes move your 
eye around the artwork? 


Proportion The relative scale of 


objects and shapes in an image to one another 
and to the viewer. 


Look at The Wheat Fields with Reaper by 
Vincent Van Gogh on the front cover, how do the 
buildings in the background compare in size to 
the haystacks in the foreground? 


Rhythm The path along which the eye 
follows a regular or repeating arrangement of 
motifs (such as colors or shapes) around a 
composition. 


What do you see repeated? Lines? Shapes? 
Colors? Textures? 


Gallery 30B: 


John Singer Sargent, Princess Demidoff, ca. 
1895-1896 


Princess Demidoff demonstrates many principles of 
design in its composition. What principle do you think 
is the most important and how do the elements of art 
enhance its importance? 


Classic Court/Gallery 2: 
Greek, Amphora and Lid (Storage Vessel) with Chariot 


Race, about 550-530 Bce 
Though the amphora was used as a storage vessel, 
how does the image on its side change our sense of 


its wider use or meaning? 


What words would you use to describe this piece? 


What is the purpose of the 


artwork? 


Is the use of line and shape in the image a more 
or less powerful visual experience than the use of 
color? 


How do you think the use of color impacts the 
way in which you experience the image? 


Is the artist interested only in creating a 
composition using lines, shapes, color 
and/or texture? How do you know? 


Is the artist making a religious, social, 
cultural and/or political statement? 
What is the context of the work, i.e. its 
social/political setting? How do you 
know? 


Does the artwork bring to mind any specific 
words, for example: 


awesome angry strength 
beautiful happy excitement 
lonely horror ugly 
feminine love mysterious 
sad masculine adventurous 


How does the size affect your reaction to this 
work? 


Do you think this work of 


art is well done? Why or why not? Does this 
work of art move you? Why or why not? In your 
judgment, what is the function of the image? 
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Gallery 24: 
Jan Miense Molenaer, Allegory of Vanity, 16383 


There are a lot of objects and people in Molenaer’s 
painting. How do they help in developing the meaning 
of the work? Does it affect your final judgment? Use 
the gallery card as a guide. 
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Gallery 35: 
Vincent van Gogh, Wheat Fields with Reaper, 
Auvers, 1890 


Now that you have practiced using the 
“language of art,” look at other objects in 
your world—at home, at school or work, 
outdoors—and continue seeing things more 
closely. 
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